The role of theory in CSCL research is a complex matter, which has not been well worked out yet. The short caricature is this: There are three kinds of researchers in the field of CSCL, 1. People who conduct CSCL research and report on it as though there is no need for theory; they simply observe results of interventions. 2. People who conduct CSCL research and report on it by following a particular theory or theoretical framework that they accept as is. 3. People who conduct CSCL research in order to investigate theoretical issues and refine theoretical perspectives specific to CSCL.
approach can be useful, the limitation is that the imposition of a theory that was not explicitly developed for CSCL may fail to identify phenomena that are characteristic of CSCL-and which could therefore be of particular interest to people involved in implementing CSCL in practice.
The third group may start from a stated theoretical framework or even from a commonsensical understanding-for all thought is necessarily grounded in everyday language and in the tacit pre-understandings that come from human activity in the world. However, their research aims at pushing the theories further and refining the conceptualizations through which collaborative learning is comprehended. The articles in this issue of ijCSCL exemplify such an approach.
The sciences in which many CSCL researchers were trained generally focus on the individual as the subject, who learns. Often, these sciences recognize the influence of cultural and historical influences, but these are generally conceived of at a broad societal level. In contrast, CSCL settings typically involve processes (cognitive, knowledge-building, interactional, or identity-forming) at the small-group and/or classroom level of description, as well as at the individual student level. Processes at these different levels interpenetrate with each other intimately, without being reducible to any one level. In addition, CSCL involves mediation of the learning, interaction, and cognition by technological artifacts and computational media. To capture these processes and mediations, researchers need to develop more elaborated theories and methods. The articles below focus on these different levels and their special mediations, and propose new ways of viewing what takes place there.
Each of the following papers presents an individual case study. The point is not only (or even primarily) to argue that one should place students in similar circumstances to promote desired outcomes, but to present a persuasive example of how one might view collaborative learning taking place within such computer-supported contexts. In doing so, the authors propose intriguing extensions to theories that are important to CSCL, such as distributed cognition, discourse analysis, tacit knowledge, activity theory, and temporal analysis.
The study by Ruth Kershner, Neil Mercer, Paul Warwick, and Judith Kleine Staarman of elementary students' use of interactive whiteboards during small-group collaborative discussions builds on the theory of distributed cognition, in which people think collaboratively, mediated by physical and linguistic artifacts. It also applies Mercer's approach to discourse analysis-differentiating disputational, cumulative, and exploratory forms of children's group talk-for looking closely at sequential interaction. The paper uses the discourse analysis results to extend the theory of distributed cognition with the metaphor of a shared dynamic dialogic space as the focal point of the children's collective reasoning and co-construction of knowledge. The specific functions of the interactive whiteboard, combined with 'talk rules' instilled by the teacher, help to structure the dialogic space in which shared knowledge is co-constructed by the student groups.
The shared dynamic dialogic space-sometimes called the 'joint problem space'-could provide a new way of thinking about how the various critical dimensions of CSCL interactions come together. The interactive whiteboard, for instance, acting as a location for focusing shared attention on the group task, as a referential center for exploratory talk, as an external memory, common ground, or indexical source for group cognition, and as a visual foundation for group identity demonstrates useful functionality for computer support of collaborative knowledge building.
Folk theories and rationalist philosophies assume that knowers can unproblematically state knowledge explicitly. Knowledge is conceived of as a possession of individuals' minds, much like propositions stored in a computer database. But much of our knowledge as people, groups, and communities that carry out practical activities in the world is tacit, implicit, taken-for-granted, unstated. Meng Yew Tee and Dennis Karney investigate how tacit knowledge can be co-constructed, shared, and developed in a CSCL context. They look at how tacit knowledge of corporate culture surfaces in an online discussion of business management and how tacit hands-on know-how is built through role playing and the use of simulation games. Their analysis of student discourse suggested four key processes: socialization, externalization, combination, and internalization-consistent with Nonaka's model of knowledge creation. The authors stress the importance of viewing these processes in a situated way. The exploration of tacit knowledge as the oft over-looked foundation of collaborative learning provides an important corrective in post-cognitive theory to the concentration on explicit knowledge in rationalist, cognitivist, and folk theories.
The paper by Sinem Siyahhan, Sasha A. Barab, and Michael Downton focuses on another dimension that is generally overlooked by folk theories: that of social norms, particularly their influence on how people position each other's roles during interaction. This study looks at parent-student dyads playing an educational video game together after school. The analysis is framed in terms of Activity Theory, which includes among the mediations of goal-directed activity the dimensions of social norms, community, and the division of labor, in addition to mediation by artifacts (tools, symbols, technologies). The dialectic of roles was particularly interesting in this experimental context because the standard norms concerning parent-child relations interacted with the fact that the children were sometimes more expert at video-game operation and that the parents often positioned their children to take the lead during the 'educational' phases of the game. This opened up a space for productive exploration of the parent-child relationship by the participants.
The final paper of ijCSCL volume 5 addresses the temporal dimension of CSCL interaction. Folk theories of learning focus on the content and how it changes from some initial to some final state. However, to understand how collaborative learning takes place, we need to study how things gradually unfold during the period being studied. In particular, traditional theories conceive of time as an objective, smooth succession of moments. The Bakhtinian analysis by Maria Beatrice Ligorio and Giuseppe Ritella, however, treats the temporality experienced by the group in the classroom as a co-constructed encounter incorporating significant meaning and expression. Borrowing terminology from musicwhere the human experience of temporality is carefully orchestrated-the authors characterize phases of classroom interaction as proceeding with a tempo of adagio, andante, or allegretto. They see the dimension of temporality and the pace of sequential interaction as constructed by the responses of students to each other under the specific conditions of the classroom and its technology. The three chronotypes correspond to different modes of collaboration, in coordination with the sense of space that is simultaneously established.
The articles in this issue move far beyond folk theory and push the existing theories that have been popular in CSCL literature to better reflect the characteristics of interaction in CSCL settings. They suggest that computer-supported collaborative learning opens up a multi-dimensional shared world in which participants interact with each other, situated within an evolving context that they co-create. Knowledge, roles, space, and time are not simple givens whose characteristics can be assumed; they must be studied in each case through detailed analysis of the situated interaction. Of course, it is not necessary to address these theoretical frontiers of CSCL in every paper that claims to make significant and useful contributions to CSCL research; many research questions can be fully and rigorously pursued within the boundaries of established perspectives. IjCSCL welcomes both kinds of studies, those that make appropriate use of traditional frameworks and those that explore the boundaries of those frameworks. * * * As we close the fifth year of production of ijCSCL, we would like to extend our gratitude to the many people who have supported the journal as Editorial Board members, authors, subscribers, and readers. In particular, we thank the following CSCL researchers who reviewed submissions to the journal; their committed and expert volunteer work is the single most important factor in maintaining the high quality of ijCSCL as a leading international journal and as the venue of choice for CSCL research: * * * Start planning now for the up-coming CSCL 2011 conference in Hong Kong, July 4-8 (see: http://www.isls.org/cscl2011). Hong Kong is an exciting crossroads of the world, a bridge between East and West. It is easily accessible from Europe and the Americas by direct flights. The culinary capital of Canton, it offers hotels for every budget. The conference venue at the University of Hong Kong-one of Asia's premier universitiesis located within walking distance of the heart of Hong Kong. A former British colony, Hong Kong uses English widely. CSCL 2011 is designed to offer an affordable global experience, including a post-conference group tour of educational and tourist sites in mainland China July 10-15-bring your family and students. We look forward to seeing you there.
